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Size of Projected
Budget Shortfall
In Montgomery
Revised Down

By Axn E. Martmow
Washington Post Stoff Writer

Montgomery County’s budget writers
presented a smaller, but still sizable, short-
fall estimate yesterday, shrinking the pro-
jected gap County Executive Isiah Leggett
must close next month from $401 million
to $297 million.

The revised estimates for the budget
year that begins July 1 reflect changes in
assumptions about the pace of spending in
Maryland’s largest jurisdiction, in addition
to mid-year spending cuts and a slight in-
crease in anticipated revenues.

County Council President Michael
Knapp (D-Upcounty) said the number is
“more manageable, but it is not going to be
simple.”

In a sign of the tough choices ahead for
elected officials, Leggett (D) said yester-
day that he would restore six of nine Ride
On bus routes whose scheduled elimina-
tion from the current budget had prompted
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an outery from customers.

“Cutting existing service is fict an easy decision. It
i’ palnful and difficult. And that is particedariy the case
with {ransil service,” Leggelt wrote to the council.

In November, wher Leggett first announced 2
$401 million shortfall, the administration assumed
that spending weuld rise 8.4 percent, the average in-
erease over the past decade. The latest projections as-
sume an increase of 6.6 percent that acoounts for in-
flation and new contracts for county employces but not
cxpanded scrvices such as additionsl police officets or
erihanced health<are programs for fow-tncome resi-
dents.

“We don't have an economy that can support that
level of spending,” Leggett's chief administrative offi-
cny, Tinvothy L. Fircatine, said after Lestifying before
e couneil. “As  commanity, something has to give.”
- Firestine’s presentation sought to answer the ques-
tions: How did the county get here? And why now?

County government spending over the past decade
hias far outpaced inflation, population growth and pub-
lic schaol enrolment. Revenue from weome and real
estate taxes bas not kept up in the past year bewusc of
a weak housing market aed slow job growth,
existing hames, for example, have dmpped 0 f_he Inw»
est levelin 10 years. And increascs in state aid have de-
c

Hned.

County Cotnicil Vice President Phil Andrews (D-
Gatthersburg-Rockville) highlighted the difficult deci-
sious for his colicagues when he reminded thern that
personnel costs account for 80 percent of the budget.
Five years aga, when the county faced a similar chal-
kenge, the council rsised taxes, cut services and sus-
pended for several monthe general raises for county
emplayees.

- 1 would suggest that is not going to be sufficient
this time,” he said, noting that most couty employees
are scheduled in fiscal 2009 to receive a raise of
4.5 percent, in sddition to 2 3.5 percent fncrease based
‘on years of service, and that each percentage increase
fot county employees across all agencies costs about
$25 miltion. “It is mmmble hial we are going o have

tothe

The issues posed by persmnel costs are common
across the region. This weel, Fairfax County’s exec-
ntive proposed & budget that would cut in half sehed-
uled cost of living raises for public safety workers and
rgegit increases for ather government workers.,
+."Montgomery wndon lesders have invited Leggett
and council members to meet todsy to discuss the
‘r.unty‘% ecanomic nutlonk. Gina Rente, president of
d County
gafization, said comments yesterday from conmml
megubers arfe “premature and vimecessarily provoea-
{9¢” before the budgetis released.
“Enion representatives, he said, are willing to coop-
enife with elected offictals “to find a mutually accept-
alfé resulution 1o help balance the hudget. But I can

“you that our members’ expectations are clear:

They entered into agreements with the government,
and they expect that these agreernents will be hon-
ored.”

“Although the projected gap has been reduced by a
Ii

ccm of the §4.2 bllh/:rn in expected spending, elected
offfcials could remain under pressure to vote to exceed
the oounty’s fimit on property taxes. In general, the
liroit keeps residents’ propesty tax hills from in-
ereasing no more than the rate of inflation, I the coun-
il votes to allow an increase of 10 percent, for, in-
stance, it would raise rougbly $118 miillioa.

- Council members tried yesterday to learn more
abaut Leggett’s views, but Firestine would talk only in
generalities.

It will be a pretty ugly picture that we gel from you
mid-March?® council member Roger Berliner {D-
Fﬁkhm:: -Bethesda) asked.

*Yes,” Birestine told him.




